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One 


Author's Notes: 
Well now. Between the utter delight of writing again, re-reading old fics, discovering new ones, and enjoying my 
new macbook, this idea bit me on the bum and wouldn't let go. 


Its scary to contemplate a multi-chapter fic after so long; but it seems to be rolling, so I'm going to give it a 


go. 


For Elenna, who wanted something more cheerful, and Midnight_Moonlight whose support is invaluable, and 


everyone who's been so supportive of my return 


*Deep breath* 


Here goes! 


Bruce groaned, and rubbed his eyes. It had been years since he'd got so wasted at a festival that he'd passed 
out pissed-- 


Hang on. 

Where was he? 

Well, he was lying on the ground. Hard, cold. 

White. 

He propped himself up on his hands and knees, rolled over to sit up, and rubbed his eyes. Hard, cold, white.. and 
he wasn't alone. Eyes still adjusting (and a splintering headache banging between his ears), he had to blink the 
blurriness from his vision. There were - he rubbed his hands over his face again - four other lumps huddled 
on the ground. They too were beginning to do the same dance he'd just completed; groan, blink, roll over, rub 
eyes, sit up. 

Interesting. He recognised Andi from Helloween, (good bloke, sly sense of humour,) the new guy from Gamma 
Ray, (never thought he'd see the day Kai shared vocal duties but there you go,) Tobi from Edguy, (ch god,) 
and someone else he didn't recognise, although he'd been talking to Steve earlier. 

So-- 

"What," said the guy he didn’t know, "the fuck.?" 

Tobi crouched next to Andi, talking quiet and low. He glanced up at Bruce with a frown, and he made his way 
over to where the two men crouched. He could see why Tobi was concerned; Andi looked terrible, face pale and 
drawn, great dark rings under his eyes. A swish of air, and the other two joined them on the floor. 

Andi smiled weakly. 


"| don't feel very well," he murmured. Tobi put his arm around him. 


"The last thing | remember," said Frank while Bruce checked Andi's pulse, laid his hand on his forehead, "was 


the after party..2" 


"Yeah. Which magazine was it? One of those weird eastern european ones, they'd dragged us in at the last 


minute - I'm Chris, by the way. | know who you lot are" 

Tobi flashed a grin. "Pretty good party. And then--" He shook his head. 

"If we're here," said Andi, now leaned heavily on Tobis shoulder, "where is everybody else?" 
ies 


Some of the cold white rooms were more crowded than others, of course. The drummers room was no more 
full, unless you counted Nicko's personality, of course; that could have done with a room all of its own. The 
bassists prowled and cursed, but were smart enough not to panic - they'd all known each other for years, and 
although this was probably the strangest place they'd ever woken up in it didn't appear to be immediately 
dangerous. Thus, they could afford to wait. 


Not to mention the fact that if you allied ‘Arry ‘Arris' determined steel with Dirk's organisational skills, Eggi's 
calm demeanour under fire and backed the whole lot with Markus’ sheer size, there wasn't a great deal they 


couldn't cope with. 
In the room full of guitarists, on the other hand, it was chaos. 


Henjo was curled into a ball in the corner, because even with his glasses the light didn’t just hurt his eyes, it 
stabbed at them with hot knives. Kai had dumped Paul to look after him while he banged on the walls and 
shouted at the top of his voice, and the three amigos of Maiden tried to get him to shut up while Weiki 
grumbled like an angry dog and Sascha huddled with the Edguy boys. 


"Get him to shut up," grumbled Henjo, as Kai made another shrieking pass on their side of the room. 
"| don't think that's gonna happen" 
"Weiki will shut him up. He'll listen to him--" 


Paul waved the snarling man over, who shut up fairly swiftly when he saw the state his friend was in. A few 
quick words and he was off again, grabbed Kai by the elbow and steered him to the centre of the room for a 
chilly - but very intense - little chat. Kai's face was as red as his hair by the time he'd finished talking, but 

he did shut up. 


"Where the hell are we? asked Sascha, who was trying a fingertip search of the walls. He could, after all, reach 
a lot higher than most of the others. Paul joined him, tugged his hat lower over his eyes to shield them from 
the blinding light: 


"No fucking idea, but | have a really bad feeling about it..." 
-*- 


“Subjects are expressing disorientation, but appear to have survived the transfer process unharmed. One of 


the vocalists will need to be examined further, but no major damage has been detected." 


The recording device clicked off, and the large reptile that had been making notes flipped between the four 
screens, eyed the individuals that could be seen there. Readings flickered along the side of the screens, and he 
made some more notes; all things considered they really could have done with better equipment, more 
facilities, better funding.. but thats what this study was supposed to do, wasn't it? Make their names in the 
field of astropsychology, with their study on the primitive creatures of planet earth.. specifically, musicians. 


"Ss'thstra, they're going to need to be fed and watered if we're going to keep them much longer. And the 
guitar ones are getting very upset, so if we leave them jammed in there for much longer they're going to 
start killing each other. Remember what happened last time?" 


"The mistake we made there was the type of musician we used. These ones are supposed to be more 
supportive. | mean, look at the vocalists -" he tapped a claw on the screen, and Tobi's efforts to lift Andi to 


his feet enlarged to fill the picture. "See?" 


The other large lizard sighed, and leaned over his shoulder. "Yes," she lisped, a long suffering expression curling 
one side of her lipless mouth, "but look at that lot." She tapped another part of the screen, and enlarged the 


scene of several long limbed humans screeching at each other, apparently seconds away from coming to blows. 


"Well, fine,"Ss'thstra snapped. "If it will make you happy, we'll start with them. Lets get them moved to the lab 


shall we?" 
"IIl do it," she said, "Ss'kroll can get a bit rough if they fight back." 


"Fine," said the first lizard, still tapping away as he watched the humans on screen, "but tell me, Hss‘tactha, 
why those ones?" he pointed to the Zico Chain guys, locked in their various rooms. The female lizard flushed a 


delicate blue colour across her cheeks. 
"Well. We were watching the shows on the feeds and I.. liked them." 


Ss'thstra clicked his tongue irritably. "Well, here's hoping that your bias won't affect our results. Take a team 
of techs and get them strapped in, and I'll ask Ss'kroll to set up comfort stations while they're out" He clapped 
his hands together, and his long green face lit up with a big, bright grin "Let's get on! Academic fame and 


fortune, here we come!" 


--fbc 


Two 


Author's Notes: 
If | didn't have a week off, this would be going a lot slower! Enjoy. 


The atmosphere was becoming thick with fear, each man struggling to stay calm. Overcrowded, hot, stuffy, 
and still no idea where they were or why they were there; watches and cellphones were all dead, so there was 


no way of telling how long they'd been there. 


Sascha, Kai, and Paul were still patting the walls, searching for a seam, a crack - anything - that might 


indicate a door, or a control panel. The others had calmed down a bit, but still - 
The light changed, going from stark white to a deep, clear blue. 


This was not a bad thing, in and of itself. The trouble came with the realisation that none of them could move. 


"Now remember," said Hss'tactha to the gaggle of techs that surrounded her, "we do this nice and easy. 
They're scared and stressed, and although they're not aggressive they can be quite dangerous when they're 


frightened-—" 


"We know," sighed the nearest tech, who bore the blue shoulder flash of a team leader, "we have done this 
before. They're held in stasis, we take them out and strap them into the equipment in the hold and in an hour 
or so we bring them back. After team two have installed the comfort stations. Is that right?" 


The large lizard stared at the little tech, and narrowed her eyes. 
"Less of the backchat. Are you ready?" 


The techs dropped facemasks in place, lifted their control sticks, and operated the door release. 


Eyes rolled across the room as the little humanoid techs swarmed into the room. That was bad enough; they 
were a little over five feet tall, and looked very much like normal human average people - except for the eyes 
peeping over the top of the masks they wore to cover mouth and nose. Those were different; bright green, 
compound eyes like an insect, although normal size. No, to be frozen whilst the little guys in overalls trotted 


around them, conversing in a whispered buzz, that was bad. 


What caused total panic - albeit sient total panic - was the larger creature that hovered in the door, eyeing a 
clipboard held in its claws. It looked like a giant lizard, somewhere between a velociraptor and a giant monitor, 


bright green scaly skin and a forked tongue that flickered as it glanced coolly at its captives. 


The little humanoid touched Kai with one of the long sticks they were all carrying, and he could suddenly move. 
Not far; a band of blue light circled his chest, and the person on the other end of the stick was strong enough 
to steer him wherever it wanted. He jumped up and down, howled and shrieked and generally played hell until 
the great green lizard rolled its eyes and snapped: 


"Mister Hansen! That will be quite enough!" 


Kai froze. Or, he would have done if the determined creature steering him hadn't taken the opportunity to 

shove him out of the door. He could be heard shouting all the way down the corridor, and nine pairs of eyes 
rolled back to the lizard to see what would happen next. It sighed, and as each one of them was touched and 
led away by the sticks it spoke to each of them, soothing words and vague assurances that everything was 


fine, to be calm, that they would be looked after-- 


Sascha had a bit of a revelation at this point. He'd had a girlfriend once who was very into environmental 
issues, and she'd dragged him along one weekend to help her catch, measure and release small mammals. 
Something about measuring the health of the environment through.. something. After he'd been pissed on a 
dozen times he'd switched off, but he remembered how the researchers had spoken to the terrified little 
bundles of teeth and piss they'd captured. 


"They're treating us like animals," said Paul, who was behind Sascha. "Like animals in a trap. But | don't think 
they're going to hurt us." 


Henjo, in front, stumbled. His guide paused, called to the others to wait until his captive had got his feet under 
him, steadied himself. He cast a glance over his shoulder. "We're being studied," he said. 


Sascha pouted. He thought he'd been so smart. 

"Maybe they're going to anal probe us," called Adrian, which drew a snort from Weiki. 

"Kai will be happy then," he said. 

Led carefully into a larger room, each man was strapped to an upright padded platform, and had wires 
attached to various parts of their bodies. They could fidget, but no more; the little green eyed guys hissed and 
chattered but never actually looked at them. 

What followed wasn't so bad, really. The giant lizard prowled up and down, made small adjustments to the 
flashing, blinking machinery attached to each of the beds, tapped on her clipboard. The techs milled, and the 


men called out to each other; this seemed to be allowed, although when Janick observed that their captor had 
a nice piece of tail it whipped around and glared at him. After the laughter, the machinery began to hum and 


suddenly they were lost in their own minds. 


Tumbled through memories, observed from the outside but still experienced, sight - sound - smell - emotion, 
it was all there. Directed by an outside force they sifted through their lives, re-examined their careers, 
focused on major events but often just small ones, tiny things that under other circumstances wouldn't be 


considered important. 


A crowd has a particular smell, and it varies from country fo country. Ally that with the trace of accent you can 
hear even from the stage, and they could pretty much identify where the hell they were even with their eyes 
shut. Good job too; touring could turn you around until you had no idea what was going on. 


the feel of strings under calluses, that burn in the muscles after two hours, the way your heart sings! 
„girls, Jesus so many, so desperate and so willing, adoration in the darkness.. 


„sometimes, its just a job. Nothing mythical here, and sometimes its not even creative. But it lets the demons out 


and you can control them in sweat and exertion and music, always, always music.. 
„smelly old vans, cold motorway services, but the warmth of laughter and companionshp.. 
Woken up, they were carefully unstrapped and secured with the sticks again. And Kai, somehow, got loose. 


Utter pandemonium. The men still restrained cheered him on as their friend raced the length of the metal 
room, head down and arms pumping, twisting around the techs and the great lizard that couldn't quite grasp 
him. He shouldercharged one of the little guys, and then there were two loose; Sascha might be the tallest of 
the lot of them but he raced almost as fast as his shorter friend, the pair of them searching desperately for 


a way out and away from their tormentors. 


A door opened, and the two men streaked for it, the techs had obviously decided discretion was the better 
part of valour and got the hell out of the way, quick enough that Kai and Sascha pounded for the lit corridor 


outside. 


The shadow that appeared in the doorway was fucking enormous. And from the way Kai flew backwards when 
it punched him it was hugely strong as well; Sascha slithered to a halt when it raised a fist to him, then 
backed off with his hands raised. It was taller than he was, muscular and broad with a crest of spikes on top 
of its head that it raised with a hiss while it stalked into the room. One of the techs rushed across to Sascha 
while another scooped Kai off the floor; he stumbled and swore, but appeared to be OK when the fussing little 
creature that propped him up injected him with an apparatus that hissed fluid into his neck. 


The two lizards snarled and cursed at each other while the humans stared wide eyed; as massive as their 
first captor had been, the second one was much bigger and one hell of a lot more frightening; unlike the 
banter on the way down to the room, they were silent on the way back. Whatever happened, none of them 


wanted the big bastard to touch them, once they were back in their own quarters (now equipped with simple 


cots, bottles of water, and a single toilet) they sat together, and quietly wondered what the hell was going to 


come next. 


--the 


Three 
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The second group down consisted of bassists. They'd been listening at the door, and when the group had 
returned with a great deal of shouting from their lizard captors Dirk had rolled his eyes at Markus. 


‘Kai's got to be involved if they're that mad" 


They stood back, watched the door warily, this time when the light turned blue and the door opened the techs 


and the lizards took no chances, and each musician was secured by two of the control sticks. 

Down the long, echoing corridor, the smaller lizard at the front, the guys swarmed with techs, and the bigger 
lizard behind, he and Markus had eyed each other for a moment, then the lizard spread his lips to display 
several rows of white, sharp, shark like teeth in quite the most horrible grin any of them had ever seen 
Markus backed down without another word. 


"Smart move," said Eggi. 


"Shut up," said Markus. 


Adrian, Davey and Janick had been left on guard by the door with orders to warn everyone if they heard the 
slightest disturbance outside. Kai dragged the others into a huddle, and shot them all a conspiratorial look. Weiki 
sighed. 


"Just how hard did you bang your head, Kai?" 


Sascha snorted and leaned on Paul, face still pale at the thought of the massive creature that had threatened 


to beat him senseless. He'd never been so scared in all his life. 
Kai ignored the comment. "When the little guy picked me up, he shot me up with that - stuff. Did you see?" 
"What of it?" asked Jens, so far one of the quietest of their group. He was finding the whole experience too 


horrible for words, and if it wasn't for the steady presence of his band mate he would have lost his mind long 


ago. 


"| dunno what it is," he replied with a grin, "but | can understand them now. It's like a - well, an injectable Babel 


fish!" 

"A what?" 

"Hitchhikers Guide To The Galaxy, dumbass," sighed Kai, despairing for the youngsters in their midst, "it 
translates anything. And all that hissing and snarling the dinos were doing? Talking. About us. And the little guy 
that shot me up? He managed to tell me that he's trying to get us out.” 

"He told you all that," deadpanned Sascha. Kai clicked his tongue. 


"Yes! | was draped over his shoulder all the way back, remember?" 


H had wandered away from the door, and made a thoughtful noise while he scratched absently at his little 
beard. 


"So if they've done it for you, | wonder if they've done it for any of the others." 
PA 

A different room, a huddle of bass players. 

"Guys," hissed Dirk, "you saw the little guy inject me with that stuff?" 

They nodded. 


"Well, | dunno what it was.. but | can understand what they're saying...” 
-%¥- 


The drummers had been.. interesting, thought Feemo wearily. First, there'd been the big one who would not 
shut up, no matter what was happening. The curly haired guy who kept up his good humour right up until 
they'd hit a particular memory, and then he'd howled like a wounded animal.. all just trying to do their job, and 
they'd wound up here. It wasn't fair, and he and his cohorts had got themselves hired on this scientific mission 
to do something about it. The trouble was, it wasn't turning out to be the quick and easy task they'd 
anticipated. 


As for the journey back to the prison-- 


"Now come on chaps, be reasonable eh? No need to do this to us, l'm sure if we just talked this out we could 
come to some arrangement. After all, we is all sensible creatures - calm down Oli, there's a good chap - and 
what's happened to our other friends? There was loads of us back at that party and you can't have just taken 
drummers, | don't think. Although that would show extraordinarily good taste, of course. If you're going to nick 


a load of handsome specimens from a party then | guess selecting a bunch of drummers would be a cracking 


idea--" 

Dari shook his head, unable to get the sense of something changing between his ears to go away. He could hear 
Nicko's good natured rambling (he just hoped it wasn't going to get them all killed), but the hissing of their 
captors, and the little clicks and chirps of the green-eyed guys with the facemasks.. well, it had begun to 
sound like words. 


Proper words. 


"Hss tch kkkrk stss don't worry human, you won't have to be here much longer no dont react if they find out 
we're both dead." 


To cover his confusion Dani tuned back into Radio Nicko instead. 

"Well at least it's good to see you've given us a bit more comfort in here, all that sitting on the floor was 
giving me piles, it was. Cold floors not good for the old bum, they're really not! Now what say you run along 
and find a way to send us home, yes? We've all been good boys, so we can have a bit of a reward? Oh well 
maybe not, wishful thinking and all that. Maybe you can--" 

The door closed firmly behind the last tech, and Nicko swore. Michael, wide eyed, nudged Dani surreptitiously. 


"Does he always talk that much?" 


"Oh yeah. You should hear him when he's in a good mood. Look, help me get everyone together - I've got 
something to tell you all” 


-%¥- 


Ss'thstra's claws rattled across his keyboard, his mind awhirl with the overload of information that was 
flowing into his mind. It was all here! Why, and where, and how-- 


A deep groan from behind him made him smile. Hss‘tactha rubbed her eyes with her knuckles and slumped a 
little deeper into her chair, yellowish shades of stress shading across the scales of her neck and shoulders. 
She stretched her arms, then leaned into the screen and began to type, swearing under her breath about 


drummers that would not shut up. Ever. 


"We're going to have to take them back soon, or they'll be missed. And we're going to have to start the 


process of suppressing their memories-" 
"| don't know why we bother," grumbled a third voice from behind another workstation. 


"Because no study yet attempted on this species has had this depth, this number of specimens. We're 


discovering unknown nuances within-" 


"Oh stuff it, Ss'thstra," snapped the third voice, and a large green face appeared over his workstation to glare 


at the other two, "nobody gives a shit about these animals. That's why we had to borrow this hulk-" 


"Heyl" yelped Hss'tactha, who had managed to persuade her family to lend her the old cargo vessel they were 


currently in. 
"- and why we can't get any fucking funding. Here's a thing, though. I've been talking to a cosmetics company 
and they need test subjects - those monkeys are worth their weight in platinum, you do know that, don't 


you?" 


"What are you suggesting?” asked Ss'thstra, yellow and blue shadows chasing each other across his skin in 


sheer horror. 


"That we get the information we need then go back to civilised space, and sell them to that company | was 


talking about. Twenty four humans, guys! Healthy adult males, right in the zone for testing," 
"That's immoral!" 

Ss‘kroll shrugged. 

"That's business,” he said. 


From the shadows, one of the techs slipped out of the control room. Looked like they'd have to move the plan 
along a little faster. 


--the 


Four 
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"We are not selling them!" 


Ss'kroll rolled his eyes. "You get too attached, girly. There's thousands of them down on that planet making 


noise, No-one's going to miss these ones." 


Hss'tactha waved her arms. "Are you crazy! Of course they'll be missed! They're musicians They have families, 
fans!" 


"So? Musicians never just vanish?" 

"Not five whole bands!" 

First time for everything. Think about it - what evidence did we leave when we snatched them?" 
"Well. none. We beamed them straight out of the party. Wiped the memory of the bartenders." 


"So. No witnesses. They just vanished. And if we drop a rock down there they'll soon forget all about it. Easily 


distracted, humans." 
"We can't just ‘drop a rock’ on them! That would be murder!" 


Ss'kroll flicked his crest in irritation. "There's nearly eight billion of them choking to death on their own wastes. 
One little rock on a city and trust me, no one is going to wonder where some sodding musicians have gone. 
Seriously, though," and the giant lizard relaxed back into his chair with a sigh, "what is Ss'thstra trying to 


achieve? This lot are going to go extinct before too much longer, and then what will his studies be worth?" 
"What | am trying to achieve," chimed in another voice, this one heavy with weariness, "is a study on primitive 
societies, how they organise themselves through their popular culture. And if this particular species does wipe 
itself out, it doesn't invalidate one iota of the studies that have been written before the fact. After all, one 
primitive society is much like another and it is the scholarship that matters. Although." 

The lizard tilted his head and blinked up at the ceiling. 


"some more funding would be handy. Maybe if we return most of them?" 


Ss‘kroll grinned About time. 
-*- 


Bruce wriggled in his restraints, and flexed his muscles to test the strength of the straps. Nothing doing; 
these bastards were efficient. Andi still looked rough, although whatever the green-eyed guy had shot him up 
with when they arrived appeared to be helping. He kept twisting his head around to watch their captors, 


screwed up his face in puzzlement as they hissed and clicked around him. 


"Andi! You ok?" he called. So far, none of their captors had reacted to them when they spoke amongst 
themselves; they only got involved if one of them appeared distressed, and then it was to quiet them with 


gentle words and, lets face it, the utter terror of being within bite reach of a fucking enormous lizard. 
"Bruce, l'm fine but-" he swallowed, "- a bit strange." 


Tobi snorted with laughter. "We've been kidnapped by aliens and we're being wired up for God alone knows what 


purpose! A bt strange? | just want to know when the anal probes are coming out" 


"You and your fucking anal probes," grumbled Chris under his breath. This festival had been their first with 
the Gods of Power Metal, and he was finding the whole experience somewhat trying. Even before aliens became 


involved. 
"No mate, that's Kai," said Bruce. The lizard cocked its head, then turned to speak to him. 


"What do you mean," it said, and Bruce had to come to the horrifying conclusion that this creature was female 


due to size, build and lack of crest, "about anal probes? And why Kai? You are not the first to say this." 


Tobi howled with laughter while he hung limp in his restraints. Frank blushed until he looked to be about to 
catch fire, Andi made a valiant effort to stop giggling, and Chris about sniggered himself a hernia as they 
watched Bruce Dickinson explain to an alien lizard lady about Earth legends of abduction, Kai Hansen's fascination 


with science fiction and his reputation for sexual.. adventures. 


Time to move. Spark activated the stasis field, slid into the room, and crept up to Andi where he lay curled up 
on his side on the pallet that had been provided. He patted the man on the arm in what he hoped was a 


reassuring gesture. 


"lm going to turn the stasis field off, OK? Don't scream, don't yell, don't panic. Can you stop the others 
attacking me?" 


Andi blinked, and Spark had to just hope like hell that that meant ‘yes' in singer -speak. 


A touch of a button, and Bruce had flung himself from his pallet and had the tech pinned to the wall. 

"You little shit, I've got a good mind-" 

"Bruce!" snapped Andi. "Put him down! He came to talk, so put. Him. Down" 

That tone brooked no argument, and as Bruce lowered the startled tech to the floor he reflected that they all 
tended to underestimate Andi; cheerful and kind, he exuded a gentleness that could be a comfort through dark 
times. But when it came to it, there was a core of steel there that would never, ever break, no matter what. 
He was a good friend, and a man to be relied upon in a crisis. Like now, come to think of it. 


Green eyes gleamed in the semi darkness, and Spark dusted himself down before he turned to speak to Andi. 


"We have to get you out of here. They don't mean you any harm." he trailed off and wrung his hands for a 


moment, "well. Two of them don't. One of them wants to sell you." 
"Sell!" 

"Yeah. To a cosmetics company." 

Andi went white. 

"And thats wrong. So | belong to this organisation-" 

"The campaign to save humans?" asked Bruce, sourly. 


"-that is dedicated to preventing interference with barely sentient species, and rescuing said barely sentients 


when they are interfered with." 
"Barely sentient? You cheeky shit," snapped Tobi. The tech rolled his eyes, sighed. 


"Compared to us? Certainly. You are to us as chimpanzees are to your species. But you make better music, on 


the whole..." 


Shush dangled from Markus’ fist, and wondered if this discussion was going better for the others. Markus 
gave him another little shake, and he tried to squeak words out through a throat squeezed tight by a very 
unhappy bassist. 

"Markus, for fuck's sake put him down. Down, Markus! | can't talk to him if he chokes to death!" 


Steve patted his friend on the arm, and with a wordless grumble the tech was unceremoniously dumped onto 


one of the beds. 

‘OK, talk. That stuff you gave me, that makes me understand you, doesn't it?" 

Shush nodded, feeling the tender skin of his throat whilst shooting Markus the side eye. "Yes. I'm sorry, but 
its permanent - it forms a matrix inside your brain that, well," emerald eyes blinked, and he shrugged, “it's 
complicated." 


"Be handy on tour," said Eggi. 


"You're being studied Our organisation believes that studying the barely sentient without permission is wrong, 
and that we should have no contact-" 


The phrase ‘barely sentient appeared to have the ability to drop the temperature ten degrees, if the glares 
being shot at Shush were anything to go by. He cleared his throat, and tried again 


"We're in orbit around your planet and the plan was to pick you all up, suck out the information we needed and 
put you back with your memories..altered. You would remember a party and then waking up on your 
respective buses, nothing more." 

"| can hear a ‘but in there," said Steve. 

"But. The researcher that has taken you is, well, short of money. Studies on the barely sentient-" 

"Will you stop fucking saying that?" 

"-are not very popular,” continued Shush, doggedly ignoring the ferocious scowls, "so he needs cash to finish 
the study. And various pharmaceutical and cosmetic companies pay large sums of money for the ba.. er, 
complex lifeforms to test their products on" 

Dirk, who had been steadily translating all this for his fellows, ground to a halt at this point. 

"Are you fucking serious?" he asked, incredulous. 

Shush nodded, and wondered if they were going to tear him apart. 

-*- 

Dari took a deep breath, and pushed the burgeoning sense of panic down. Being able to understand and translate 
for the others had helped him to keep his cool, but the information he was getting was..overwhelming. Nicko 


patted him on the shoulder, and sat down heavily next to him on the bed. The tech shrank back from him; he'd 


been assured that humans were a gentle species, on the whole, but could get very, very nasty when provoked. 


"So now you've given us the bad news, and it is very bad news indeed,” said Nicko, "What are we going to do 
about it? | mean, you're in here and you're talking to us so either (a) you want to let us out like a lot of 
wicked old mink so we can eat all the local ducks, or (b) you're letting us out so we can run around like rats in 
a ‘kin maze. If your boss will kidnap us and wire us up to look in our ‘kin heads, how do we know it won't make 
us run about like a lot of sodding lab rats? Lab drummers. Whatever. So what | want to know is - and I'm sure 
l'm not alone in this, right boys? - is how you think we can trust you? Cos l'm a wee bit disinclined to do that 
right now, and that's the god's honest" 


Feemo blinked at Dari, who nodded at the bewildered expression. "Yes, he always talks like that. But he has a 


point - how can we trust you?" 

"Do you have a choice?" 

They mulled this over. 

"OK, good point. So what's the plan, now you've scared us all to death?" 


"l use this," said Feemo, and waved a little grey box with a red button on it, "to let you all out. Then you take 


me hostage, force me to take you to the bridge, and we send you home." 


"That simple, eh?" muttered Oli, once Dani had translated. "No guards or guns or anything. We just stroll up to 
the bridge-" 


"And we say, what ho chaps, send us home or we'll turn you all into bloody handbags! Sounds like a great plan, 


where's your sense of adventure?" 


Banging and shouting from the corridor, and Feemo swore under his breath. "The guitars are out. Time to go." 


As plans went, it had the advantage of simplicity. Release twenty four angry musicians to run amuck through 
an old cargo vessel, tearing the place up as they went; the walls were (handily) festooned with pipework and 
struts that could be ripped off and used as weapons. 


So far, so good. 


Kai and Bruce led the charge, howling like banshees and backed by a wall of very large, very angry bassists. 
Spark clung to Andis back, directed the furious charge to its final destination The other three ran alongside 


the mob, armed with nothing more than optimism and a trust in human inventiveness. 


Doors popped open along their route, startled green compound eyes going wide at the sight of such a river of 
furious humans pounding along the echoing steel corridors. One yell from Bruce and the doors slammed shut, 


bravery was one thing, but this was way above their pay grade. 


"Stop!" yelled Spark, and the crowd of men panted to an untidy halt in front of a door that looked no different 
from any of the others they'd pounded past. 


"Is this it?" 


"We have to go," said Toctha, and patted Henjo's hand where she'd clung to him all the way here. "We can't be 
caught helping you. Get in there, overwhelm the three scientists, and we'll show you how to get home." 


"You're not helping us?" asked Andi. 


Spark shuffled his feet. "We have to live here. But if you can do your bit, we'll come back to help. Just.. be 


careful, ok?" 


And with that, the four techs vanished. Bruce squared his shoulders, and faced the door with a determined 


expression. 
"Showtime," he said, and kicked the door in. 


--fbc 


Five 


Author's Notes: 
And we're done! | was beginning to worry that this bloody thing would never get finished, but | managed to 
beat it into submission in the end. Its not my finest work, but all things considered it could be worse! 


Note to self-twenty four characters is too sodding many. 


Huge, huge thanks to everyone who's come along for the ride, commented and liked and generally been 


supportive-you rock! 


Hss'tactha was very, very tired. This was the largest study group she'd ever worked with; she'd been 
Ss'thstra's research assistant for many years now, and usually they nipped in, grabbed a couple of subjects, 


downloaded what they needed and left again. Quick and neat. 


But he was determined to make his name in academic circles - over and above the highly specialised field of 
Studies Of The Barely Sentient - so he had to come up with something big, something flashy. But on their 
homeworld, as on Earth, serious scholarly study was rarely popular, and if you wanted to get on all the 


talkshows you had to have one heck of a subject. 
Music was always hot, so.. musicians. 


But there was a growing movement back home, a movement that called for Barely-Sentient Rights, they 
claimed that any species advanced enough to have a civilisation should not be interfered with. And if you 
wanted to study them, then each individual should be approached and their permission granted to be part of 
whatever study you wanted to do. The scientific establishment thought this was nonsense, but the movement 


was steadily getting the general public on side, which meant that this study had to be completed quickly. 


What didn't help was Ss‘kroll's insistence that they raise money by selling some or all of the subjects to 
cosmetics companies that needed complex organisms to test their products on. There were alternatives, of 
course, but they were expensive. And who wanted to pay more for scale balm and claw lacquer? Not the 


massed public, that was for sure. 


She listened to the argument raging behind her with half an ear, and carried on typing up her report. She was 
tired, and whatever happened to the blasted subjects she just wanted to go home. 


So that, of course, was when Bruce kicked the door down 


Sascha, Markus, and Nicko made a beeline for Ss'kroll, as the biggest and nastiest of their captors. Tobi flung 
himself at the lizard's knees, and clutched them tight; hobbled and cursing in a coarse roar he went down 
under the assault, the group becoming a hissing, swearing pile in the centre of the room. Jens danced round 
the edge, with a length of pipe over his shoulder; one glimpse of green scales and he was going to swing, you 
see if he didn't. Felix and Dani ran to back him up, and between them they held a length of cable with which 
they intended to tie down their captor and see how he liked it. 

Their captive yowled and bellowed, but in the end was beaten into submission by the sheer size of the 
monkeypile that held him down Claws tied together and jaws bound with electrical tape he finally subsided with 
a hiss, to the eternal gratitude of the men who'd been knocked about in the short but exceedingly savage 
battle. One down, two to go. 

-%¥- 

Oli, Chris and Paul dived for Hss'tactha, who held her claws up in surrender. 

"You wouldn't hit a woman, would you?" she asked. Chris hesitated. 


"Er. Not normally, no," he said. 


"Good," she replied, and punched him clean across the nearest console. 


Bruce, Steve and Andi had cornered Ss'thstra, braced for a hell of a tussle. To their astonishment, the giant 
lizard just sat in his chair, claws limp in his lap, and watched the violence unfold across the control room of 
his ship. 

"You just, um, stop right there," said Bruce. "Don't you dare move." 

The lizard shrugged, and the sigh that wound up from deep in his chest sounded sad even to mammalian ears. 
"We were going to take you home," he said meekly. 

"Yeah, well. Um. You get to take us home now, right? No arguing." 


"Or what?" he asked, dull grey shades darkening his bright green hide. "You'll beat us up?" 


Andi glanced over his shoulder. The shouting had pretty much subsided now that Ss'kroll was tied up nice and 


tight and even the lady lizard found herself being sat on by a group of very unhappy guitarists. She'd gone 
from swearing in her native language to wheezing quietly under the collective of butts parked on her back, 
claws and tail tied to the nearest console. 

"Er. Yeah." 

"| could just blow the ship up," he said. 


Nobody really knew what to say to that, apart from ‘please don't. 


Andi dragged a chair across, and sat down almost knee to knee with their captor. He took one of the huge 
claws between both hands, and cocked his head with a wry smile for the big, sad lizard. 


"You know," he said, "you could have just asked us." 
Ss‘thstra blinked. 


"Asked?" 


"Yeah, you know. Contacted us through management, asked for an interview - | mean, sure, you might have 


had to mess with our memories afterward--" 

"Or just shown us this," said Bruce, with a wave of his hand at the viewscreen that Weiki - ever the 
technophile - had found a way to activate. The view was.. spectacular. The blue green globe that was Earth 
hung in the blackness before them, clouds spinning their delicate tracery across the thin film of atmosphere 
that kept every living creature on the planet alive. 

They watched the spinning globe in silence for a while. 

"Yeah," said Tobi softly, "ld have agreed, for this.” 

"| think we all would," said Kai, walking up to the viewscreen with a wistful look on his face. 

"So.. if we'd brought you up here, let you sit and look at the stars and asked you some questions--" 

"For a view like that? See, we all got into music cos we wanted our horizons expanded. Well, that and all the 
girls that seem to think musicians is the best thing since sliced bread, but horizons is definitely in there 
somewhere. About third or fourth, right Harry?" 


‘If you say so, Nicko." 


"So horizons don't get much wider than this, do they? | mean look at the boys there, grownups to a bloody 
man but they're like kids on Christmas morning--" 


This was, broadly speaking, true. Kai, Bruce, and Weiki had been the first to stand and stare hungrily at the 
screen, the fact that they were standing in an honest-to-God spaceship looking down at the Earth having 
finally sunk in. Lizards firmly secured the others drifted over, eyes wide with the wonder of what they were 
seeing. 

"--and if you could throw in some ray guns they'd probably mess their pants. You see? We might be, what 
you call it, barely sentient which is a ‘kin cheek but | does see where you're comin' from - at least a bit - but 
if you offer us the chance to run around in space (in space, boys!) then we'll do pretty much whatever you 
wants. Well, run around in space and | knows Kai is looking forward to the anal probes--" 


" Hey! " 


"--don't you try and deny it you mucky little man, | can see Henjo smirkin' over there and he knows what he's 


on about, I've heard the stories, your crew does like to chatter." 

Ss'thstra looked at Bruce helplessly, who made a vague gesture in the drummers' direction. 
"Yeah, pretty much all the time. You want him for a bit longer?" 

"Er... no?" 

Andi patted Ss'thstra on the arm. "I have a suggestion, if you're willing to listen...” 

-%- 

Oli passed Ss'kroll another multi coloured cocktail, which he regarded with some suspicion 
"Are you sure about this?" 

‘Course. Get it down you, you want to blend in don't you?" 

The large lizard regarded him with some suspicion, but the impish grin seemed innocent enough so-- 
‘lm pretty sure you're meant to sip them, but down in one is good. Another?" 


Temporarily robbed of the power of speech, he nodded to the barman and had a second big, sticky drink 
pushed across the bar. 


These humans? Pretty good blokes, once you got to know them. 


-%¥- 


"Dirk!" 

"Hey Shush. What's up?" 

The tech adjusted her shades, and pulled herself up onto the barstool. 

"Why isn't anybody staring?" 

Dirk chuckled, swivelled himself around until he could prop his back comfortably against the bar. Drink in one 
hand, cigarette in the other he set about attempting to explain why there was a distinct lack of fuss despite 
the species of their new visitors. 

"Well, it's like this. This is a music festival, right?" 

"Right." 

"Lots of weird things happen at festivals." 

There was a short silence while she considered this. 

"But there's three seven foot lizards wandering around!" 

Dirk regarded the scene solemnly. As Shush had said, the VIP area backstage did indeed have three very large 
lizards wandering around chatting to various musicians and crew, and after about ten seconds of 'what the 
hell?! they were pretty much ignored. Alcohol, as he pointed out, can be a great equaliser. And if nobody else 
is freaking out, then perhaps you're seeing things - and who wants to admit to that? 

"You people are weird." 

Dirk chuckled. "Yep. Want a drink?" 

"Why not" 

-%¥- 

The Festival Three, as they were known on the talk show circuit, were a media sensation back home. Pictures 
of them posing with their subjects, recordings of long, rambling conversations and colourful descriptions of 
native customs had the general public enthralled. They had also firmly endorsed the principles of the Campaign 
For The Barely Sentient, although they did acknowledge that the name was somewhat undiplomatic. 


As for the question of what was next-- 


-%¥- 


"You did what?" said Kai, horrified. 

Tobi tucked his hands behind his head and grinned up at the tourbus ceiling. 

"She was dynamite. You can keep your anal probes, Hansen, you don't know what you're missing... 
-%- 

"Same time next year?" asked Bruce. 

"Wouldn't miss it for the world," grinned Ss'thstra. 


--fin 


